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Abstract: This paper utilises a model of technology-mediated interaction to highlight the 
importance of social interaction in the construction of a collaborative online learning 
community. Learning communities are built around relationships. There are many factors that 
impact on the ability of social interaction to create social comfort and the capacity for mutual 
consideration in an online learning community. This paper will address the importance of 
understanding the impact that cultural influences have on the creation of a positive and 
successful learning community. An understanding of cultural influences has the potential to 
alleviate some of the misunderstandings and misinterpretations that can occur through such 
lack of knowledge. Through consideration of cultural influences, social interaction can 
increase the potential for collaboration and successful attainment of quality learning 
outcomes. Knowing this, how can we accommodate these differences into our courses? 



Introduction 

The potential of the Internet to enhance learning through online collaborative learning communities is partially 
constrained by our understanding of cultural influences that support a framework for ensuring effective 
collaboration. Research, by Kirby (1999) and Hiltz (1998), clearly points to the value of interactivity and 
collaboration in any learning community where the exchanges are not only active but also interactive. Three 
essential attributes of an effective learning community are active learning in construction of knowledge, positive 
interpersonal relationships and rich discourse among participants in promoting their learning. The online 
learning environment through the use of appropriate technologies provides an opportunity for interaction and 
collaboration, which can lead to quality learning outcomes. The technologies that can mediate communication in 
order to develop such attributes must have a global reach. The effective online educational environment of the 
future will need to contend with audiences of diverse backgrounds and particularly audiences from a wide 
variety of cultures. 



Literature Review 

Although as human beings, we communicate with others in many ways and across many mediums, 
communication is not always easy, even when we feel we know the other person. Cultural influences are often at 
the root of the communication challenge (DuPraw & Axner 1997) where_jmsunderstandings and 
misinterpretations occur. Interaction and collaboration become much harder when communicating with total 
strangers in the online environment. With our first utterances online we all experience fears of being judged and 
misunderstood. As well as this we bring our prejudices and biases with us into our discussion. Our cultural 
background can shape the way we participate in discussion, how we understand the world and how we may 
approach problems. A key component of effective collaborative efforts is social interdependence when 
individuals share common goals and each individual’s outcomes are affected by the actions of others (Johnson & 
Johnson 1989). Positive interdependence is at the heart of any learning community where learning is as much 
based on relationships as it is on intellectual discourse (Johnson & Johnson 1998). Exchanges at a social level 
provide the foundation on which relationships can be built and determine how individuals will interact with each 
other. This emphasises the importance of gaining some knowledge about the other participants in the learning 
environment. We need to feel socially comfortable and develop the capacity for mutual consideration in order to 
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become actively engaged in collaboratively supporting each other to develop skills in reasoning, critical 
thinking, hypothesis formation and reflection. Such social comfort may be achieved by providing time in the 
course where students can share aspects of their cultural background. 

The amount and quality of interaction in a student-centred environment play a key role in the learning process as 
well as having a significant impact on the learning outcomes. When focusing on pedagogical issues, much has 
been written about the value of fostering collaboration and cooperation (Agostinho Lefoe & Hedberg 1997). 
Communication technologies are providing the opportunity to connect people and to foster collaboration and 
discursive exchanges on a vast array of topics. They are used to build relationships and to provide the scaffolding 
that guides, supports and develops the construction of knowledge leading to quality learning outcomes. 

Johnson & Johnson (1996, 1998) have provided a strong theoretical basis for cooperative learning as outlined in 
cognitive developmental, behavioural and social interdependence theories. A pedagogy engendering cooperation 
might require students to work on an agreed, explicit, common goal, which is then sub-divided into component 
tasks on which the students will work individually until completed. The result is a combination of the individual 
efforts. Collaboration goes a step further where there is continual interaction and discussion related to the goal. 
Individual tasks may be relegated and distributed according to abilities, but the goal requires that individuals 
cooperate and construct shared understanding and knowledge. Through constant interaction, individual efforts 
are merged resulting in the culmination and achievement of a common and explicit goal. Collaborative 
interactivity is a combination of collaboration over learning tasks and rich discursive interaction. 

Students leam best by interacting with others, rather than working in isolation. Wittrocks’ generative learning 
theory, now popularly termed constructivism, also attempts to add support by explaining that people leam best 
when working together (Susman 1998). Students motivate and encourage each other to remain focused on the 
task. The resultant interactivity leads to knowledge building, which requires “articulation, expression or 
representation of what is learned” (Jonassen 1999). Such thinking is aligned with current conceptions of 
constructivist learning. Out of the notion of discovery and exploration has emerged research on interactive and 
collaborative learning around meaningful activities. Of particular interest in this paper is the social interactivity 
that underpins collaborative efforts. 



Model of Technology-Mediated Interaction 



Learning Outcomes 



Types of 
Interaction 



Technologies 




Major Drivers: 

- Student Characteristics 

- Informal Socialising 

- Cultural Variables 

- Prior Knowledge 

- Assessment 

- Lecturer’s Role 



Task distribution/ Combination of efTort/ COLLABORATION Specialised collaborative 
Achievement of goal/ Goal accountability technologies 



Establish *»y/ Synchronous. 

Interpersc ironous 



Interpr 5™^ 

Analys 



Ii 



< 




Investigation/ Synthesis/ / MODERATED DISCUSSION \ Threaded web discussion/ 
Reflection / \ moderated e-mail list 



Figure 1: This model of technology mediated interaction indicates the 
hierarchies of interaction, technologies and learning outcomes, together 
with the influential drivers affecting learning outcomes. 
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The Model 



There are many external factors or drivers that can impact on the effectiveness of collaborative interactivity and 
associated learning outcomes in the online environment where time and place are no longer prescribed. These 
drivers can include cultural variables, student characteristics, informal socialising, prior knowledge, assessment, 
the available technologies and the lecturer’s involvement. The model, (Figure 1), has been developed in order to 
explain the relationship between the types of interactivity that can occur and the suitability of various 
technologies to support interaction. The term “technology-mediated” has been used to characterise interaction 
through the use of Internet technologies. It also is an attempt to describe a progression of learning outcomes 
achieved through interaction that show a shift from surface to deep learning (Ramsden 1992). 

The model is portrayed in the shape of a pyramid with a series of levels building on from each other and leading 
to collaborative interactivity at the apex. It is expected that the higher the level, the greater the quality and 
frequency of interaction that will occur. Collaboration is surmised as currently providing the highest level of 
meaningful interaction and engagement through the use of sophisticated and often specialised multimedia 
communication tools. It is not expected that every course will incorporate all levels of the pyramid. However it 
provides a conceptual framework in which you can identify the entry point of the type of interaction required, 
utilising the various technologies that support such a level and ensuring that relevant learning outcomes are 
being achieved. 



The Importance of Social Interaction 

Social interaction forms the foundation on which all other levels of interactivity are dependent. Web biographies, 
synchronous chat and asynchronous email can be used to provide opportunities for self-disclosure, an 
understanding of social behaviours and the capacity for mutual consideration. Interpersonal relationships are 
critical in a collaborative learning community, as the more individuals care about each other, the harder they will 
work to achieve a mutual sense of accomplishment. Many of the studies on interpersonal relationships in 
collaborative learning environments come from the traditional face-to-face framework where socialisation has its 
place outside of the classroom. As this is not possible in the online environment, social interaction must be built 
into the course design. Informal or social exchanges have the potential to alleviate some of the 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations that can occur from the lack of social cues and face-to-face interaction. 
Informal exchanges help students get to know each other. The view is held that unless opportunities are provided 
for participants to engage in this type of social exchange that interaction will only occur at the lower levels of 

interaction and learning will be impeded in achieving the higher learning outcomes. Unless we cater for social 

interaction as we move up to levels of collaborative interactivity, the pyramid will not be supported. 

Sophisticated technologies will be unable to support the higher levels of the pyramid without the foundations 
established for interaction. 

Social interaction helps to create a positive online learning environment, by fostering trust and respect amongst 
learners. Social exchanges help to overcome some of the awkwardness and the reticence that learners feel in 
communicating with unfamiliar persons on a more formal basis (Romiszowski & Mason 1996). The social 
community that is created during the learning process can impact on the nature of the learning activities and the 
learning outcomes (McLoughlin 1999). Information about other learners in the group help to create solidarity, 
understanding, trust, respect, commitment, and develop standards of group conduct. Instructors are recognising 
the value of incorporating a communication space into the design of their courses to facilitate interpersonal 
exchanges, and increase the comfort of students in their exchange with other students. Muffoletto (1997) used 
web chat to combat feelings of isolation. Hughes & Hewson (1998) and Hiltz (1998) recognise the value of 
informal socializing and have created the notion of a “Coffee Shop”. There are numerous factors that can impact 
on how learners interact and relate to each other. They include learner characteristics, demographic details, prior 
knowledge or education level, technical skills, literacy level, verbalisation and cultural background. 



Cultural Factors 

An appreciation of cultural differences can assist the process of social comfort and respect of others. Students of 
different cultural backgrounds may have different attitudes about and knowledge of the technologies, cross- 



cultural communication patterns and learning processes when learning in the online environment (Freedman & 
Liu 1 996). Different cultures generally have different rules and norms. Through interaction we seek to reduce 
anxiety and uncertainty about other’s attitudes, feelings, behaviours and beliefs (Gudykunst & Kim 1995). 
DuPraw and Axner (1997) have identified a number of fundamental patterns of cultural differences: 



Different communication styles 

Verbalisation is an essential skill and active participation tends to be restricted to those who are literate and are 
able to express themself through competencies in language and rhetoric. Many learners from non-English 
speaking backgrounds can have difficulties in understanding some words and phrases as well as struggling to 
express themselves in a foreign language. Even native English-speakers can experience difficulties as some 
English speaking countries can give different meanings to the same words or phrases; for example, the meaning 
of ‘‘yes” can vary from “possibly” to “definitely”. Where language is a problem, learners find it easier to 
communicate in written form rather than orally. The Internet offers learners the opportunity to reflect and 
formulate their response, alleviating some of the difficulties experienced by non-English speakers. 

Different attitudes towards conflict 

Some cultures view conflict positively encouraging discussion and debate around the various viewpoints, while 
others go out of their way to avoid it. In many Eastern countries differences are best worked out quietly as open 
conflict is considered embarrassing or demeaning (DuPraw & Axner 1997). Japanese are generally reluctant to 
debate in an argumentative fashion in public forums (Rheingold 1998). Chinese educated in Confucianism are 
taught to respect teachers as ultimate authority figures whose opinions should not be challenged. Hence anyone 
considered to have some authority would not be questioned and students would feel nervous about interacting 
with him or her. “[One] student found his learning attitude affected by the look of his tutor, [and stated that] after 
seeing her picture [I thought] she looked like a teacher. Then I started to feel nervous while writing formal letters 
to my teacher” (Cifuentes & Shih 1999). Titze (2000) in her discussion on issues relating to efforts to aid foreign 
teaching assistants at the University of Utah noted that they are trained to have total respect for their instructors 
and are discouraged from asking questions in case the teacher does not know the right answer and hence would 
lose face. This hinders the willingness to exchange ideas and the development of competing or opposing ideas. 

Different approaches to completing tasks 

Cultures can differ in the value they place on task completion, how relationships are built and how they 
collaborate together. DuPraw and Axner (1997) in their study found that Asian and Hispanic cultures attached 
more value to developing relationships at the beginning of a shared project and more emphasis on task 
completion toward the end, whereas European-Amerieans tended to focus immediately on the task at hand and 
let the relationships develop as they worked on the task. Shive & Row (1999) in their study found that Hong 
Kong students took the assignments more seriously than their American counterparts. 

Different decision making styles 

The individual roles that learners may play in the collaborative group will vary from culture to culture and 
personality to personality. Southern European and Latin American cultures place a strong emphasis on having 
decision-making responsibilities, whereas the Japanese prefer to have consensus. The willingness to initiate ideas 
will be more prominent in some cultures than others and so interaction and collaboration will be more natural for 
some groups than others. 

Different attitudes towards disclosure 

People differ in what they feel comfortable revealing about themselves. Some learners have found they can 
disclose more online than they would in a face-to-face classroom. Blum (1999) found that female students 
included more personal information in their messages than males. Self-disclosure can overcome some of the 
awkwardness that students feel in communicating with unknown persons. A student once sent me the following 
e-mail; “the fact that I was expected to comment on other’s work when I would not know of their situations in 
work or life ... nor would I appreciate anybody commenting on my work when they have no idea about my life 
and work”. The student recognised the importance of having some knowledge of the other group members in 
order to be comfortable with discussion around issues in the learning environment. 

Some instructors have encouraged the use the pictures so that learners have a visual image of other participants 
when they communicate. This strategy has been successful in a number of courses at the University of Waikato, 
New Zealand. On the other hand others may feel very self-conscious about displaying a their picture. Those who 
do not have their pictures displayed, may sense some exclusion from the discussion. Instructors need to be 
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sensitive to culturally different attitudes to personal photographs. 

It has also been argued that the anonymity of the Internet can be a real advantage. A person’s age, gender and 
economic status can be masked within online environments and this may be a positive aspect that ensures equal 
participation. The benefits of online anonymity for teaching and learning have included increased equity and 
higher participation rates (Hartman, Neuwirth, Keisler, Cochran, Palmquist, & Zubrow 1995). On the other hand 
antisocial behaviour has been suggested as a consequence of anonymity (Rheingold 1994). 

This conflict in determining how much should be disclosed, challenges instructors to be flexible in attaining a 
level of comfort for the students. In some cultural groupings extended disclosures and self-evaluations may sit 
comfortably with all, while in other groups learners may feel inhibited in providing more than a basic 
introduction. This illustrates the strong need for consideration of cultural differences and the need for flexibility 
in catering for the various groups. It is crucial for instructors to have some background cultural knowledge about 
the learners in their courses so that they can accommodate these differences through flexible approaches. 

In referring back to the model, it may be important to increase the height of social interaction and allow more 
time for certain groups to feel comfortable with each other, while for other groups tension may be apparent in the 
time spent initiating social interaction and the desire to meet course expectations. The amount of time spent 
ensuring social comfort and mutual understanding will be dependent on the type of interaction and its related 
learning outcomes. 

Different approaches about knowing 

DuPraw and Axner (1997) identified the following differences as occurring among cultural groups. European 
cultures tend to acquire information through cognitive means, Africans preferred an affective way of knowing 
while Asian cultures tended to emphasise that the validity of knowledge was gained through striving towards 
transcendence. The Hmong culture has historically been about traditions of knowing rather than questioning. It is 
considered better not to try a particular skill and save face, just in case you fail (Freedman & Lui 1996). 
Understanding the learning processes used by students will assist instructors with their instructional design of the 
course. This knowledge is possibly best acquired by experience rather than reading a book. 



Conclusion 

An understanding of the culture of the learners and an appreciation of the patterns of cultural differences is 
important in helping instructors ensure meaningful learning outcomes for all students. Generalisations about 
cultures however should be avoided, as there are numerous variables within each culture. Such knowledge will 
provide guidance in determining the extent of social interaction needed for learners to move from more 
generalised discussion to more topic focussed discussion and task orientation. Consideration of cultural 
differences is critical at the higher levels of the pyramid in relation to the increasing complexity of the 
technologies, their associated learning outcomes and the necessary negotiations for successful collaboration. 

The availability and complexity of multimedia technologies assist learners to move through the various levels of 
the pyramid. With further developments in technology, cultural specific overlays on design and language 
translation, may lessen the impact of cultural differences in a learning environment. However for the moment the 
instructor will continue to face cultural challenges in an effort to improve learning outcomes through 
collaborative interactivity. 

This paper has attempted to identify the various cultural influences that can impact on creating a collaborative 
learning environment. It has not been able to provide a generic recipe of solutions for this problem. Considerable 
effort is needed to ensure social comfort, particularly where there might be open conflict between cultures.. 
Everyone brings with them cultural baggage, including the educator. We must identify methods that recognise 
and value the cultural differences rather than trying to discount them. Many of our educational systems are 
basically western, and the expectation is that other cultures adapt to the system. It becomes important to try to 
deconstruct the system to accommodate the cultural diversities. Awareness, adaptability and sensitivity will 
ensure that students feel comfortable working together in this environment. Students are more likely to be 
sensitive to cultural differences with increased knowledge about group members. Smallen and Leach (1999) 
argue that “successful collaborations are built on a foundation of respect” where respect is about building on the 
strengths and compensating for the weaknesses. Through an awareness of cultural influences, social interaction 
can increase the potential for collaboration and successful attainment of quality learning outcomes. 
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